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Paid Sick Time Helps Workers
Balance Work and Family

W

orking families across New Hampshire are
nervously watching the flu season, hoping they
or a family member will be spared this year. For
the 26 percent of New Hampshire workers (excluding the
self-employed) who do not have paid sick days, however, a
sick child or a bout with the flu forces a difficult decision:
stay home and lose wages or possibly even your job, or go to
work sick or send your sick child to day care or school and
put the health of others at risk. This choice is particularly
salient during these times of record high unemployment
and job layoffs.1 No one wants to risk appearing less devoted
or committed to their job. Workers are all too aware of the
instability in the job market, the potential for their employer
to be the next casualty in this economic recession, and the
long queue of the ready-to-work unemployed.
Some workers, particularly those in professional or managerial jobs, take their paid sick days for granted. Yet nationally, one-third of American workers have no paid sick days
for themselves, and even fewer can take paid time to care for
a sick child or family member.2 In New Hampshire, workers
fare better than workers nationally, yet one-quarter of Granite State workers do not have paid sick days.3 Among New
Hampshire workers with paid sick days, 22 percent can use it
only to care for themselves and not for a family member.
Paid sick time is gaining legislative traction locally as
well as federally. States are leading the way in considering
legislation. Currently, thirteen states—five of which are in
New England—have paid sick day legislation under consideration.4 Three municipalities have recently passed such legislation.5 On the federal level, in 2007 Congress introduced
the Healthy Families Act, which would require employers
with fifteen or more employees to provide their full-time
workers with up to seven paid days per year, with a prorated
amount for part-time workers. The Obama administration
has signaled support for a federal sick day mandate as part of
an ambitious work-family agenda.6
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The New Hampshire legislature took up HB 662 in 2009, a
bill that would require employers with ten or more employees to provide up to five sick days, and that includes a
provision for part-time workers on a prorated basis.7 The
committee has retained this bill for further discussion.
National research shows that on average employees miss 1.6
days annually due to illness.8 For the New Hampshire businesses that do not offer paid sick days to their employees,
this legislation may represent a short-term cost. However,
the long-term benefits to employers who offer paid sick days
include reduced contagion among coworkers, increased productivity, and reduced turnover. Many workers do not take
unpaid time off when they are sick to avoid loss of income,
because they fear losing their job, or to complete pressing
work.9 New Hampshire’s economy depends on the overall
health of its workforce.
Figure 1. Percent of NH workers lacking paid sick
days by education
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Who lacks paid sick time in
New Hampshire?

Balancing work and family:
Paid sick days help

The biggest predictor of whether workers have paid sick days
is whether they work full- or part-time hours: 65 percent of
part-time workers lack paid sick time, but even 16 percent
of full-time workers do not have this workforce standard.
The lack of paid sick days among part-time workers is not
surprising since many workplace benefits, such as health and
dental insurance, are tied to full-time employment. However,
other workplace standards are guaranteed for all workers,
full-time and part-time alike, such as the minimum wage
and safety codes.
Workers who can ill-afford to forgo a day’s pay are often
the least likely to have paid sick days. Low-income workers
are less likely to have paid sick time than high-income workers. For example, 38 percent of the New Hampshire workforce earning less than $30,000 annually lacks paid sick days
compared with 15 percent of the workforce earning more
than $100,000 annually. Similarly, lower-educated workers
are more likely to lack paid sick days than higher-educated
workers (see Figure 1). When confronting the dilemma of
caring for a sick child, two-thirds of low-income working
families have left a sick child home alone or have lost pay to
care for a child,10 illustrating the real toll that the lack of paid
sick days takes on low-income families.
More families today rely on the wages of women to make
ends meet.11 In 2007, 82 percent of women and 79 percent
of mothers in New Hampshire were employed. Yet one-third
of women workers in the state lack paid sick time, potentially compromising the health and economic well-being of
families. Given that women shoulder substantial caregiving
responsibilities for their children, elderly relatives, and persons with disabilities, the lack of paid sick time forces some
women to choose between caring for a sick family member
and contributing to their families’ economic well-being.
Furthermore, 48 percent of the New Hampshire workforce
are women. Women contribute substantially to the New
Hampshire economy, and paid sick days make it possible for
women to work.
The business sector is the largest employer type in New
Hampshire; more than one-half of all workers are employed
by a business-sector firm. Employees in the business sector
are less likely to have paid sick days than government employees (24 percent compared with 17 percent).12 Providing
paid sick days may be costly to employers in the short term,
but in the long term, paid sick days save employers money
by reducing turnover and increasing productivity.13

The majority of New Hampshire workers say they are very or
extremely successful at balancing work and family responsibilities (see Figure 2). Having paid sick time contributes to
this sense of balance. Among full-time workers, those with
paid sick days are more likely to say they feel very or extremely successful at balancing work and family than those
without paid sick days (50 percent and 44 percent, respectively). Figure 3 also shows that women and business-sector
workers working full-time who have paid sick days are also
more likely to feel very or extremely successful at balancing
work and family than their counterparts without paid sick
days.

Conclusion
Everyone gets sick. Access to paid sick days is, therefore, a
universal workforce issue. Paid sick time also cuts across the
workforce: not all full-time or higher-wage workers have
paid sick days. Even so, the lack of paid sick time disproportionately affects certain New Hampshire workers: part-time
workers, low-wage workers, female workers, and businesssector workers. The lack of paid sick days places workers in
a bind. They are forced to choose between caring for a sick
family member or themselves and losing pay. Two-thirds of
Figure 2. Success at balancing work and family,
NH workers
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Figure 3. Percent feeling very successful
at balancing work and family by access to
paid sick days, NH full-time workers
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workers nationally do not take unpaid sick time when they
need it because of the loss of income.14 Many workers feel
that taking unpaid sick time puts their job in jeopardy,15
something that no worker wants to do in today’s tight labor
market.
A healthy workforce is key to a vibrant, productive economy. Evidence from San Francisco shows that paid sick days
do not hurt job growth or the economy of a city; rather, they
provide job protection to workers and a steady paycheck
when they need to care for themselves or their family.16 In
these difficult economic times, working families should not
be forced to choose between this rock and a hard place.
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